222                      STALIN'S LADDER
laborers in peat fields and a large variety of other
skilled and unskilled toilers.
JUST as the Five Year Plan stimulated the rapid
transformation of the country's prisons into factories,
the government's collectivization programme gave the
movement of the prisoner to the land its real im-
petus. A programme for the establishment of open-
air communes for prisoners was adopted by the Bol-
shevist leaders shortly after they came into power.
In 1919 the first of these prison colonies were estab-
lished. It was not, however, until 1929, the opening
year of the Five Year Plan and of Stalin's first col-
lectivization drive, that the movement gained its pres-
ent stride and significance.
By a peculiar twist of domestic policy the Soviet
government decided to utilize the collectivized colo-
nies of prisoners as an argument for collectivization
generally. It supplied these prison communes therefore
with the very latest machinery and with expert me-
chanics to operate them. Trained agronomists decided
on the crops to be planted. Expert stockmen looked
after the cattle raising. In a short time these prison
farms were turned into experimental stations for the
peasantry. From these prison communes the peasants
now received their best seed grain and the young stock
from which to raise a higher grade of cattle. The gov-
ernment thus impressed upon the peasantry of each
given district the benefits of collectivization, its supe-